The mystique of Mount of the Holy Cross makes it one of the most notable peaks in all of North America. Rumors of a giant snowy cross hidden in the Colorado Rockies shrouded the peak in mystery from the mid-1800s until it burst upon the American imagination with the first photograph in 1873, proving to some that "God himself had blessed the westward course of empire" (Goetzmann and Goetzmann 1986, 182) . Although most sacred mountains in North America are those of indigenous peoples, especially in the American Southwest, the geographical imaginations of Mount of the Holy Cross include a long history of Christian pilgrimage, and the very name of the place signals its role as a Christian shrine.
The peak is known more today for an accident of topography than for its religious symbolism, however. Its elevation in excess of 14,000 feet above sea level qualifies it as one of Colorado's famed Fourteeners, yet both its secular and sacred cultural constructs have persisted from discovery to the present day (Blake 2002) . The layering of these geographical imaginations over time is the focus of this article.
The giant snow-filled cross on the east face of Mount of the Holy Cross is the most recognizable snowfield in Colorado (Borneman and Caudle 2005) . The cross formed when a rugged, steep, narrow gully in the rock (a couloir) developed in a seam of schist that is weaker than the surrounding gneiss. Beginning at the summit of 14,005 feet, the defile, named the Cross Couloir, plunges down the mountain for approximately 1,200 feet. About a third of the way down intersecting arms branch out following joints in the rock that are each over 200 feet wide. 1 What makes the couloir and intersecting benches unique is that they collect more snow than the rest of the sheer east face, and after the spring melt the snowy cross stands in sharp relief against the dark rock of the summit cone ( Figure 1 ).
Located about 80 miles west-southwest of Denver, Colorado, Mount of the Holy Cross is the northernmost Fourteener in the Sawatch Range and the only one in this range located west of the Continental Divide. Such a distinctive snowy mark might be assumed to be widely known, but the cross is only visible for a short time in summer, and then only from a handful of mountain peaks and passes. But the key element adding doubt to the early rumors was that although Mount of the Holy Cross could be easily seen from several Fourteeners to the east, as a person travels nearer to the peak the looming mass of Notch Mountain (13,247 feet), located less than one mile east of the snowy cross, obscures the view.
IMAGINING MOUNTAINS
Few landscapes have an unambiguous meaning to all people for all time. More often, the symbolism of place will be molded to the beliefs of various cultures, perhaps in conflicting ways, and the symbolism will be re-shaped to fit changing ideals over time (Tuan 1974) . New representations may creep into a collective consciousness over centuries, or newly understood meaning can occur overnight. Mountain symbolism, for example, has in general evolved from association with fear and evil, at least in the context of Western civilization, to sublime and beautiful landscape over the course of the past four centuries (Nicolson 1997) . Amidst this broad trend, however, the geographical imaginations of an individual peak -the way it is conceptualized to fit cultural ideals particular to a time and place -can remain constant for centuries in the eyes of one group of people even while its meanings change rapidly for another group (Blake 2005) .
Understanding "the place of the imagination in geographical studies" is intimately tied to the Siren call to explore unknown lands (Wright 1947, 1) . The mysterious qualities of Mount of the Holy Cross have emitted various Siren calls to different individuals and groups for at least 150 years, yet the label terra incognita was inapplicable to Native Americans: Euro-Americans were the ones fascinated by the peak's alluring image. This article explores the subjective matters that have kindled the geographical imaginations of the mountain from the perspectives of place identity, spiritual geography, and iconography that thread their way through the geographical imaginations.
Place identity, the meaning of a place to a group of people that gives a stronger sense of shared belonging, is manifest in the appropriation of the peak as a symbol of local communities, Colorado, and the nation (Blake 1999a) . The desire to create identity and give order to a place has also added significance to the mountain's elevation and wilderness qualities. The nature of the place identity of Mount of the Holy Cross is best understood coupled with the context of spiritual geography, the study of the places with relevance to human spirituality and how this place-based spirituality is shaped by events and other places (Francaviglia 2003) . Interwoven with the physical world of mountains are beauty, meaning, and purpose. The spiritual reactions to Mount of the Holy Cross resulted in its role as a sacred place and pilgrimage shrine, not only to Christians but also to thousands of hikers seeking climbing challenges or, as with John Muir, transcendental experiences based on the admiration of God's creation set in a scenic alpine landscape (Muir 1993) . Indeed, the serrated ridges, turquoise lakes, snow-filled couloirs, and mystical towering peaks of the Holy Cross landscape caused one experienced mountaineer to compare this place with the sacred landscape of the Himalaya (Kerasote 1987) .
Much of the place identity and spiritual geography of this peak is communicated by its iconography, the collected pictorial representations or symbols of the mountain that convey its symbolic meaning. Applying iconography to the study of a landscape is a powerful tool in understanding the symbolism of place, whether secular or sacred (Cosgrove and Daniels 1988; Blake 1999b) . Identifying key landscape icons and asking a series of questions that lead from source to symbol (Meinig 1979, 173 ) is a key perspective underlying this article. The creation of a deeply symbolic mountain is typically built with many icons emanating from the landscape memories and imaginations of countless individuals and groups (Macfarlane 2003 ).
There may be no mountain more identified by its visual imagery than Mount of the Holy Cross. Photographs and postcards form a rich repository of the visual images and a benchmark to assess changing geographical imaginations (Stewart 1953; Vale and Vale 1983; Vale and Vale 1994; Shortridge 2000; Arreola 2001; Jakle 2003; Wyckoff 2006) . I also rely on many archival sources for this essay, such as folklore, poetry, government surveys, newspaper articles, climbing registers, and hiking guides.
Central to my understanding of the lure and lore of the peak are my experiences in the field, including multiple visits to the northern Sawatch, participant observation while mountain climbing, and analysis of the nearby landscape, a valuable way to understand the imprint of culture on place (Parsons 1977; DeLyser and Starrs 2001) .
In one sense Mount of the Holy Cross is an instance of exceptionalism: it is a rare example of a sacred American mountain to a non-indigenous population. Even though spirituality is at the core of its image, Mount of the Holy Cross is also a case study of the defining characteristics of the Mountainous West: barriers, islands of moisture, areas of government control, zones of concentrated resources, restorative sanctuary (Wyckoff and Dilsaver 1995) . As Wright (1947) 
QUEST FOR THE SNOWY CROSS
Though the snowy cross was likely known to miners and other Coloradans, the first recorded sighting was in 1868 by Samuel Bowles, editor of the Springfield, Massachusetts Republican, from the summit of Grays Peak, an easily-climbed Fourteener located 37 miles to the east (Bueler 2000) . 2 His observations indicate that from the start the peak's namesake feature was viewed in religious terms:
Over one of the largest and finest [ranges] the snow-fields lay in the form of an immense cross, and by this it is known in all the mountain views of the territory. It is as if God has set His sign, His seal, His promise there, --a beacon upon the very center and hight [sic] of the Continent to all its people and all its generations (Bowles 1991, 117 with its cross of pure white, a mile high, suspended against its side" (Brewer 1930, 49) .
At the opening of the "Great Survey" era of government-sponsored expeditions to the Mountain West in late 1860s, Mount of the Holy Cross was thus known by name and sight, but still undocumented by photography and in the realm of a rumored topographic oddity. As part of the "effort to demystify the secrets and scenery of the Colorado mountains" (Wyckoff 1999, 90) The terrain never offered a view of their objective, and their progress slowed to a crawl across narrow ledges, tremendous rock slides, dark chasms, and densely timbered slopes. Hemmed in the valley, they dealt with swampy ground and mountain slopes "that bristled like a porcupine. Countless multitudes of giant pine-trunks, uprooted by some fierce hurricane, were piled up and crisscrossed in such a way that an army must have stopped as before the walls of an impregnable fortress" (Holmes 1875, 209) . Any terrain not fallen timber or bogs sprouted thousands of smooth, glacially-polished rocks that reminded the explorers of a million white-backed sheep; they named them roche moutonées.
To make better progress the expedition split into two The 1873 photographs are unparalleled in their presentation of a perfect cross.
Though the photographs "provided a sense of realism and immediacy heretofore impossible to grasp" (Wyckoff 1999, 90) , the ideal nature of the cruciform that day later contributed to debates over the veracity of Jackson's images and changes in the cross form. Jackson hardly rested in his quest to re-photograph the mountain, visiting again in 1880, 1893, 1897, and 1905, but he never could replicate the quality of the cross as he photographed it in 1873 (Brown 1970 ). Jackson's perspective of the cross is so well known that a commemorative plaque was placed on Notch Mountain to mark the site of his first photographs, and another plaque was placed on the summit of Notch Mountain to indicate that Jackson's photographs were not taken there (Foster 1987) . The aura of scientific objectivity surrounding photography served Jackson's work well, legitimizing the image of the cross in 1873 as the ideal view and facilitating the appropriation of nature as a commodity to a far wider audience than possible with landscape painting (Cosgrove 1984) . Even as the peak later attracted the potent image-making skills of acclaimed painters and poets, Jackson's first photography reigns as the supreme event in the geographical imagination of Mount of the Holy Cross.
POPULARIZING THE PEAK
Jackson's photograph of Mount of the Holy Cross became the most famous image ever made of an American mountain (Goetzmann and Goetzmann 1986; Hales 1988 ), but its two most important immediate effects were establishing the mountain as Mountain and a view of the cross, yet made few sketches due to the poor weather (Brown 1970) .
Relying heavily on the details of peak from Jackson's photograph with highlights added from his own quest, Moran painted Mountain of the Holy Cross in 1875 ( Figure 4 ). Like Jackson, he would return multiple times to this subject, but most critics prefer his first image (Brown 1970) . The painting hung in the main art gallery at the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition where it garnered a medal and diploma, but even more importantly it contributed to immortalizing the West in the national mindset (Kinsey 1992) . A Jackson print was also displayed in Philadelphia, winning seven medals (Jenkins 1976 ).
Images based on Moran's painting quickly joined Jackson's photographs in forming the dominant visual representations of Mount of the Holy Cross, overwhelming any sense of the feature as a topographic oddity and providing the "visual proof of the uniqueness of western landmarks" necessary for later preservation efforts (Runte 1979, 14) . Ironically, both artists received some criticism for manipulating their work, with Jackson re-touching some plates to add a waterfall and
Moran re-configuring the orientation of Cross Creek to place it in the foreground view of the cross (Carhart 1932) . In neither case did the artist fabricate any scenic element from thin air (Brown 1968 Now is the time to see it BEFORE it is desecrated in the name of religion. It is a glorious mountain, in a splendid and so-far inaccessible setting of ragged ridges and sparkling lakes. We want to visit it while the mystic lure and friendly solitude still surround it. And to do this we must go at once. For the roadbuilders are busy and the toot of the auto horn is approaching fast (Bergin 1923, 11) .
Although the dominant geographical imagination of Mount of the Holy Cross was framed by Christian beliefs, another group of people saw the peak as a symbol of outstanding mountain scenery and solitude. Ironically, although the CMC members dreaded the idea of mass pilgrimage, the after-trip report noted the "poor" views of the cross due to the late summer season (Bouck 1923) . It was as if no trip to the area would achieve fulfillment, whether of the religious or recreational kind, without a view of the cross as it appeared in Jackson's photos and Moran's paintings.
The key support that launched eleven consecutive years of significant national pilgrimages beginning in 1928 came from the editor of The Denver Post, Frederick
Gilmer Bonfils, and his promotions in the newspaper and financial support for road improvements (Crouter 1977) . Approximately two hundred Catholics and Protestants from twenty-five states and Canada hiked to the summit of Notch Mountain in the July 1928 pilgrimage, with reports of a miraculous cure leaving no doubt that greater numbers of pilgrims would be on their way (Fryxell 1934 Presidential Proclamation 877 notes the "figure in the form of a Greek Cross" that is "an object of much public interest" (Hoover 1929, 19) . New road and facility construction came rapidly with the national monument status. An auto road was built from the Eagle River southwestward toward Notch Mountain, first to Camp Tigiwon Civilian Conservation Corps built a stone shelter house there at a cost of $120,000 (Fryxell 1934; Gilliland 2004 ). Expectations were that over one thousand visitors a day would arrive at Holy Cross within a few years, and plans were made to construct at Camp Tigiwon an administration building, post office, dining hall, rental cabins, parking lots, water system, and a larger community hall (Birch 1935 ).
The pilgrimage phenomenon was not limited to actual visitors: "handkerchief healing" was inspired by Acts 19:12 (Eberhart and Schmuck 1970) . During the 1928 pilgrimage, a Denver pastor promised the sick in his congregation that they would be healed in they kneeled in prayer at the appointed hour. When he returned, he was "swamped with assertions of cures" (Fryxell 1934, 9) . He instructed anyone unable to make the next pilgrimage to send him a handkerchief that he would take with him.
About one hundred handkerchiefs were blessed in 1929, with astonishing reports of cures afterwards. By 1932, he received over 2,000 handkerchiefs from throughout the nation, requiring the help of the Forest Service to haul the load up Notch Mountain (Fryxell 1934) . Mount of the Holy Cross had become an example of transmutation, the process by which religious worship was transferred from cathedrals to the mountain landscape. The belief system was the same, the holy dates the same, the symbolism of the cross the same, but the mountain landscape had become sacred (Carhart 1932; And Now 1933) .
A FALLEN CROSS
Oddly, right at the height of the popularity of pilgrimages and the image of the peak as a sacred mountain, the pilgrimages ceased in 1938 (Brown 1968) . The planned improvements at Camp Tigiwon were left on the drawing board. Although the pilgrimages can be conceptualized as a "fad" that ran out of steam (Lavender 1976, 172) , the difficulties in reaching this remote area likely played a major role. No amount of development at Camp Tigiwon could offset the tortuous mountain roads leading to the area, the effect of high elevation on pilgrims, or the struggle to ride horseback or hike over steep, rugged terrain to Notch Mountain. Furthermore, the death of editor Bonfils in 1933 left the pilgrimage without its most ardent promoter (Crouter 1977 ). (Brown 1968, 38) .
Rumors of the ruination of the right arm of the cross further supported the abolishment of the national monument while simultaneously discouraging the resumption of large pilgrimages (Brown 1968; Lavender 1976) . As for when the cross arm changed appearance -if it changed -the war effort, lack of visibility, and climatic conditions all cloud the view (Figure 7 ). Rumors of a rock slide in the right arm were unsupported by visual evidence, yet to most observers the snowy cross has not appeared in its earlier form of classic perfection since the 1930s (Brown 1968 Fourteener aristocracy with a measurement of 13,978 feet (Fryxell 1934) . In the 1950s, the estimate was back up to 13,996 feet, but without the Fourteener status and amid reports of a diminished cross, the mountain had "lost some of its luster" (Eberhart and Schmuck 1970, 33) .
The summit registers indicate that at most a few dozen people climbed Mount of the Holy Cross each year in the 1950s, but not all hikers were content to stop a few feet short of fourteen thousand. 8 The 18 August 1954 register indicates a three-foot cairn (rock pile) had been added to the summit, and another on 6 October 1963 notes "we built it up to 14,000 -hope winter winds won't blow down our unstable cairn."
With several decades spent on the Fourteener list in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the elevation of the summit apparently mattered greatly in the geographic imagination of the mountain, as is the case with mountains throughout human history (Wright 1966 Hikers began to take notice of peak's climbing popularity, with one writing on 24 July 1978, "There are too many damn people here." By 1995, an annual total from the summit registers is impossible to estimate since the registers were not replaced frequently enough to record the thousands of climbers, but in just a three-week period from August 15-September 6, 1995, approximately 570 people climbed the mountain.
The skyrocketing numbers reflected a fascination with 14,000 feet far more than the ease of the climb. The Cross Couloir offers one of the classic climbing challenges on a Colorado Fourteener, and the main climbing route up the north ridge is infamous for its distance of 12 miles round-trip and great elevation gain (5,625 feet) from the trailhead at Halfmoon Campground to the summit (Roach 1999 ). The terrain is "remote, forbidding, and dangerous" (Brown 1970, 27) , and every few years there is a highly-publicized fatality on the mountain.
The prospect of death at high elevation discourages few climbers. At the summit on 31 July 1998, I unexpectedly met Tomas, a Slovak currently living in Prague, and H.J., a Mexican-American from Dallas. Tomas was visiting a friend in Vail and sought out the nearest Fourteener, traveling from Vail to Minturn by bus and then hitchhiking to the trailhead. H.J., who cut his climbing teeth on the high volcanoes of Mexico as a boy, flew from Dallas to Denver the night before the hike then drove to the trailhead and slept in his car. It was an expensive and highly anticipated three-day weekend for him as he attempted to climb at least two Fourteeners without the benefit of acclimatizing to the high altitude. We had each come to the mountain seeking solitude and beauty, yet meeting high on a mountain often forges camaraderie among hikers. For a delightful hour in the rarefied air we talked and admired the limitless view of stunning wilderness scenery. The aerie of the summit cone offered us one of the more dramatic sights on a Fourteener: a view 2,000 feet straight down Cross Couloir to the Bowl of Tears, sparkling vivid turquoise like a gemstone in the rough ( Figure   10 ).
A WATER WILDERNESS
Protected wild nature is one of the dominant images for western landscapes (Vale and Vale 1989) . Wild nature in the Colorado Rockies, though, invariably means water, whether it is a cascade, lake, tarn, stream, or wetland meadow (Douglas 1961) .
As more hikers became familiar with the iconic features of liquid or frozen water on and near Mount of the Holy Cross during the outdoor recreation boom of the 1970s, the spectacular scenery spurred the congressional designation in 1980 of over 48,562 ha (120,000 acres) as the Holy Cross Wilderness. As presaged by the Colorado Mountain Club (CMC) outing in 1923, however, thousands of visitors to the wilderness were soon seen as overusing the resource, i.e. loving it to death (Nash 1967; Gilliland 2004 ). To protect the wilderness, the CMC in 1988 proposed closing campsites along East Cross Creek and encouraging day use only (Vickery 1988) . The goal was to avoid a permit system, yet in 2003 White River National Forest implemented a mandatory, but free permit system, for the wilderness. The permit numbers are not currently limited; the goal first is to acquire better data on levels, locations, and types of use.
Wilderness, a word with legal standing, still manages to conjure greatly different geographical imaginations on the part of users. The Forest Service, in an attempt to keep hikers on one route rather than creating a network of casual trails, placed five-foot cairns along the main hiking trail, but wilderness purists who object to that sort of intrusion on the landscape repeatedly dismantled the cairns. Other hikers, apparently in an effort to improve the trail marking, vandalized dozens of trees and rocks with spray-painted white arrows. Oddly, the arrows often mark a more difficult route or were painted where the trail is obvious (Lipsher 2005) . Based on the summit registers, some hikers are on a pilgrimage when they climb the peak, whether as a member of a church group climbing the peak or expressing individual spirituality in comments like "Praise God," "This is God's creation," and "What has God wrought." Conversely, the name of the mountain seems to cause others to express the antithesis of spirituality: "Genuflect, genuflect, 2. The peak was, no doubt, known to the Ute people, and one fanciful account of Jackson's first photograph indicates the Ute Chief Ouray helped Jackson find the peak (Jackson and Marshall 1952) . But no evidence suggests this mountain is sacred to the Ute, and the first recorded climb of the peak found no indication of a previous human presence (Bueler 2000) . 
